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The link between Christianity and morality has been examined in historical, 
theological, and evolutionary perspective in these pages.  This essay will begin with the 
contemporary situation and examine the religion-morality link as it is lived in everyday practice and 
as it is fostered by empirical social organizations and relationships.  My research on the link 
between religion and moral practice spans three research projects and almost two decades, and I 
will draw on that accumulated evidence in what follows.  The picture begins with questions asked 
of local Christian and Jewish congregational members interviewed in the early 1990s.  Their 
responses to the question "what does it mean to you to be a Christian (or Jew)?" revealed a very 
pragmatic and this-worldly approach to faith.  While some of the more conservative of them 
answered in doctrinal terms or in terms of eternal salvation, most talked in very practical ways 
about serving others, and more than a few explicitly mentioned the Golden Rule.  As a result, I 
came to call this orientation to religion "Golden Rule" Christianity and noted the obvious link to the 
Golden Rule Judaism from which the scriptural injunction to "do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you" originated.  
Since that time, I have had further opportunities to explore this link between moral life 
and religious communities.  In the late 1990s, my research turned to the organizational question of 
what local religious communities organize to do and how they accomplish that work.1   More 
recently, I have engaged in the gathering of everyday narratives from a representative sample of 
religious and non-religious Americans, in which participants reflected on (among many other 
things) the moral dilemmas and commitments of their lives.  This essay, then, will bring all of those 
strands together to describe the role religious communities play, both in forming the everyday moral 
commitments of their members and in harnessing those commitments into action. 
 
The Spiritual Narratives Project 
                                               
1 The contours of "Golden Rule Christianity" are described in Nancy T. Ammerman, "Golden Rule Christianity: Lived 
Religion in the American Mainstream," in Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice (ed. Hall; 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).  The congregational patterns are analyzed in Nancy T. Ammerman, 
Pillars of Faith: American Congregations and Their Partners (Berkeley, Cal.: University of California Press, 2005). 
The most recent project on which I will be drawing is one that attempted to discern 
the degree to which religion and spirituality are present in various spheres of everyday life.2  
Employing a narrative methodology, everyday life stories were elicited from a sample of 
participants in two U.S. locations, Boston and Atlanta.  These two sites provide us with at least one 
comparative angle on how cultural context may affect the processes we are observing.  The study's 
participants were selected using a quota sample designed to include a representative distribution 
across Christian and Jewish traditions, as well as a representative number of people who are 
“seculars” and “seekers.”  Those segments of the population, taken together, encompass well over 
90% of the US religious landscape.3  We recruited seculars and seekers through posters in cafes and 
on campuses, and we tapped participants in on-line spiritually-focused discussion groups.  To find 
religiously-affiliated participants, we used key informants to develop quota-based sampling frames 
from congregations of Catholics, Conservative and Liberal white Protestants, African American 
Protestants, Jews, Mormons, and a group of Neo-Pagans -- sampling within each of those groups on 
age, gender, and level of religious participation.4  
It is important to note that these participants are neither religious virtuosi nor, 
disproportionately, people who are highly “spiritual.”  A significant number are as "religiously 
unmusical" as Max Weber claimed to be.5  While they were asked questions about their religious 
and spiritual lives, those who are religiously inactive and spiritually uninterested freely told us so 
and told stories about their lives that were largely absent any reference either to religious 
institutions or to spirituality of any sort.  Those who are involved in traditional religious 
communities are present in the sample in numbers typical of the U.S., where 61% of the adult 
population claims membership in a local religious group.6 
While the sample is relatively small -- 95 individuals -- the data gathered are quite 
deep.  We began with an interview in which the basic contours of the subject’s life history were 
explored, inquiring about religion alongside questions about family, work, leisure, and other 
pursuits.  Included in this interview were also the sorts of demographic questions that help us to 
                                               
2 This project was funded by the Templeton Foundation and is described more fully in Nancy Tatom Ammerman. 
Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday Life. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
3 Missing are non-English speakers from within the Christian traditions and people affiliated with the major world 
religions (Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and others) that each form small segments of the U.S. population. 
4 Key informants provided us with lists of persons who fit our quota criteria (rare attender, young, and male, for 
instance), and we selected from those lists.  The internet chat room participants had a range of affiliations (or lack 
thereof) with other organized religious bodies. 
5 Turner, "Preface to the New Edition," in From Max Weber (eds. Gerth and Mills; Abingdon, U.K.: Routledge, 1991). 
6  Data on demographic composition and distribution of religious tradition and practice  are drawn from Pew Forum on 
Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape Survey [internet] (Pew Forum, 2008 [cited July 19 2008]); available 
from http://religions.pewforum.org/reports#. 
describe the person’s social location. At the end of the interview, participants were given a 
disposable camera and a very simple set of instructions to photograph “important places in your 
life.”  They were encouraged to think about both mundane places (back porches, the path of a daily 
dog walk, or desks at work) as well as places that might seem more inherently significant or life-
marking (the place where they were married or a loved one's grave, for instance).  The vast majority 
of the photos are, in fact, of very mundane everyday spots.7  When they were finished taking 
pictures, we picked up the cameras, had the pictures developed, and then returned to ask them to tell 
us the stories behind the photos. 
The final piece of our data gathering was an oral diary project.  We established a 
mutually-agreeable schedule of two one-week periods, spread over the ensuing six to nine months, 
and asked subjects to set aside five to fifteen minutes each day to tell us stories about their day.  We 
provided them with a list of prompts for suggested kinds of stories but told them we were interested 
in hearing about whatever they considered memorable.  We said that we were interested in hearing 
about their religious or spiritual experiences and practices if those were important, but they were 
encouraged not to introduce such elements if they would not normally do so.8  The sets of 
recordings of diaries, photo elicitation interviews, and the initial life history interviews —330 texts 
in all—were transcribed and analyzed with the assistance of the qualitative analysis software 
MaxQDA.   
Analysis of these texts involved identifying discreet storylines and then coding the 
actors, settings, types of action, emotional valence, and presence or absence of any religious or 
spiritual reference in each of these stories.  The demographic characteristics of the teller and a 
variety of other data are also linked.  For this analysis, I have looked for the places where stories 
address questions of morality, where they include assessments about how things ought to be, how 
people ought to behave, descriptions of people they consider admirable or despicable, and 
especially stories about what people do to try to live up to the standards they set for themselves and 
others.  Interviewers asked participants to talk about what a "better world" would look like and 
about things they observe in everyday life that they see as unethical or wrong. Responses to those 
                                               
7 Williams, "Space for God: Lived Religion at Work, Home, and Play," Sociology of Religion  71, no. 3 (2010) explores 
some of the things learned by asking about the geography of spiritual life. 
8 Participating in this project, like participating in any research project, inevitably sensitizes persons to the phenomena 
they are asked about.  Our participants undoubtedly introduced religious and spiritual content into their narrations in 
ways that might not have occurred without the sensitizing context.  The aim here, however, is to analyze how they did 
so rather than whether and how much.  A fuller description of the comparative strengths of these complementary 
methods, see Nancy T. Ammerman and Williams, "Speaking of Methods:  Eliciting Religious Narratives through 
Interviews, Photos, and Oral Diaries," in Annual Review of the Sociology of Religion: New Methods in Sociology of 
Religion (eds. Berzano and Riis; Leiden: Brill, 2012). 
questions often led to stories with moral content, but we also heard many other stories along the 
way that provided a picture of a participant's moral sense of the world.  We can ask, then, whether 
and how the moral stories they tell are framed in terms of what they believe God wants or 
participates in, and whether their religious communities and traditions are part of the story. 
As we look at the moral stories they told, we will do so by reference both to the ways 
in which they are connected to traditional religious communities and to the degree to which 
spirituality is important in a person’s individual life.  As I have analyzed this body of data, four 
primary clusters of spiritual and religious practice can be seen among the participants. The 
"spiritually serious" (26 of the participants) expressed a high level of commitment to their 
individual spiritual lives, engage in multiple spiritual practices, and often attend activities in a 
religious community.  The "typical members" (35 participants) have more moderate levels of 
spiritual interest and practice and attend less regularly—at least monthly, but not usually weekly. 
The nineteen "marginal members" have a moderate level of spiritual interest and practice, but 
hardly ever attend religious services. And the fourteen "disaffiliated" have neither any particular 
spiritual interest or practice nor any attachment to a religious community.9  Few have been absent 
from religious traditions all their lives, so they are more properly dis-affiliated than un-affiliated.  
Just one of our participants can be called a "seeker," that is, someone who has a fairly lively 
spiritual interest and has sought out alternative spiritualities (while not participating in any 
traditional “organized” religion). This American distribution of spiritual types is quite different 
from what one might find in Europe, but the types themselves may nevertheless have a broader 
usefulness as analytical categories.  
It is also important to note at the outset that we cannot assume an opposition between 
individual spirituality and participation in religious communities.  In contrast to those who 
downplay attention to institutional religion in favor of a notion that modern or postmodern society 
implies the rise of individual spiritualities, our research in the U.S. demonstrates that the two are 
intimately linked. At least in our sample, discourse about being "spiritual, but not religious" is 
largely deployed as a boundary that marks institutional religiosity as a tainted status from which 
they wish to distance themselves.  Those who deploy this discourse are most often neither actively 
                                               
9 This roughly parallels the number of "nones" one would expect in an American sample.  As in other examination of 
this population, most are not convinced atheists, but neither are they actively spiritual.  See Michael Hout and Claude 
Fischer, "Why More Americans Have No Religious Preference: Politics and Generations," American Sociological 
Review  67(2002). 
spiritual nor religious.10  It is important, then, to retain both religious participation and spiritual 
practice within our analytical focus. 
 
Morality and Religious Community: The Spiritually Serious 
Our "spiritually serious" participants are not only regular participants in religious 
worship services, but are also especially distinguished by involvement in various other forms of 
connection in their religious communities—bible and book study groups, retreats, groups for 
"moms" or workplace prayer groups, for instance. They were much more likely to include stories 
about these kinds of religious activities than were other participants in our study, and much more 
likely to talk about sharing experiences in their faith community with people they named as friends. 
In other words, these are people with both an active private spiritual life and a religious community 
of intimate relationships and social opportunities to talk about everyday life. 
This category of spiritually serious people was also the most likely place to find 
stories about moral concern and moral action. They spent more time in their interviews, photos, and 
diaries talking about moral issues than did those who are less spiritually attuned and less involved 
in religious communities. They had an ample store of stories and admonitions about loving and 
serving others, being gentle and compassionate, and otherwise seeking to live out the faith they 
claim. While a good bit of that conversation focused on "private" matters in the arenas of home and 
leisure and the church itself, the stories they told were actually more likely to be about community 
and work, or about the big social and political issues of the day, than about personal or private 
morality.  This mix of public and private concern was not actually unusual.  The most religiously 
engaged are neither more nor less concerned about public morality than are those who have little 
engagement with religious communities. As we will note at the end, there are specific public issues 
that are more commonly mentioned by disaffiliates, but the overall scope of concern is no different. 
What is different is the degree to which moral concerns find their way into the stories of everyday 
life. 
Charles Curlew11, for instance, is a middle-aged statistician and member of a Southern 
Baptist church in Atlanta.  He is especially drawn to making connections with the many new 
                                               
10  Nancy T. Ammerman, "Spiritual but not Religious?: Beyond Binary Choices in the Study of Religion." 
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 52(2):258-78. 
 . 
11 The names of persons and congregations are pseudonyms.  The descriptions of the people and of the congregations, 
however, follow their actual characteristics. 
immigrants in his community, at least some of whom have found their way to his church.  He says 
of his church, 
I really feel like it’s not just something [where] I’m going to that place 
to get something for myself in terms of worship or fellowship or seeing other people 
but really looking for opportunities to minister to other people, to be the presence of 
Christ for other people, to get to know who they are and what their needs are and 
see if there’s any way that I can help them meet their needs. 
Hospitality and charity are the personal virtues implied in what he says, and his 
church is the primary arena in which he practices these virtues; but he is attuned to the needs of 
immigrants in his neighborhood, as well, providing transportation and other assistance from time to 
time.  Equally spiritually serious Jessica Kingman is a young Boston Catholic whose moral vision 
not only applies to church and family behavior, but also includes a sense of obligation to the 
broader community. She puts that obligation into practice in her regular work on the streets with 
Boston's homeless population. Others among the spiritually serious could be found at anti-war 
rallies, working on programs to provide better access to health care and education, and advocating 
for measures that would reduce income inequality and racism. To be sure, a few Conservative 
Protestants and Catholics mentioned abortion and homosexuality as key moral concerns, and Latter-
day Saints were especially likely to mention an ethic of hard work and personal responsibility.  But 
overall, the moral vision of these religiously-engaged Americans is focused much more on violence, 
poverty, racism, and other forms of inequality. 
What is also striking about the moral stories they tell is that they are very likely to be 
doing something in response to the moral obligation they express.  The most religiously engaged 
stand in significant contrast to the least engaged in the degree of moral agency they exhibit. 
Disaffiliated people named many moral goals and condemned moral ills, but they were much more 
likely to see those issues as things that are inevitable. While Christians might have justified 
inactivity with the biblical verse that has Jesus saying that the poor will always be with us, it was 
the non-religious who were more likely to speak of war and violence, poverty and inequality, as 
something endemic to the human condition, problems for which it is no use to pursue solutions.  We 
will return to the moral commitments of the disaffiliated below, but what we heard among the most 
religiously-engaged was, by contrast, both more concern and more activity in pursuit of the moral 
good.  Cynthia Gardner works in Boston's biotech industry and attends All Saints Episcopal in the 
suburbs of the city.  She says, 
Jesus said there are two commandments and one of them is love one another.  He 
didn’t talk about all the laws in Leviticus.  He just talked about two.  I like to follow 
that and I like to, as inadequately as I do it, to try to follow living as Christ lived, 
which was accepting and embracing outcasts and loving people and not judging. 
What that commitment implies for Cynthia is the church-based organization she has 
founded for support of gay and lesbian people and her advocacy for disabled people.  Jen Jackson is 
a young mother and behavioral therapist who is active in a neo-Pentecostal church in Atlanta.  Her 
moral compass includes a strict traditional standard of sexual morality, but she recognizes that 
many youth find such standards nearly impossible to follow.  Her response is to enter a mentoring 
relationship with a young woman, including bringing the girl into her home for weekend stays in 
which Jen and her husband hope to model healthy family life. Cynthia and Jen are two spiritually 
serious women with very different theological views and a different set of moral commitments; but 
for each, religiously-based beliefs about how life should be lived are put into concrete action. 
That sense of moral agency may be, in part, an outgrowth of the organizational action 
patterns engendered by voluntary religion. Voluntary religious organizations require the energy and 
leadership of those who participate in them, and the more active people are, the more likely it is that 
they will be called on to organize and lead, action patterns that have proved to be socially 
transferrable.  Leadership experience can lead to development of what political scientists have 
called "civic skills,"12 involving especially the arts of communication, planning and decision-
making that are necessary for public letter-writing, participating in decision-making meetings, 
planning and chairing meetings, and giving presentations or speeches. These are skills often learned 
in school and on the job, but they are also skills that can be learned through participation in 
voluntary organizations.  Every club that plans a special event, every society that needs officers, and 
every congregation that asks its members to teach classes and chair committees provides 
opportunities for the development and exercise of civic skills.  Because people of all economic and 
educational levels nearly equally maintain membership in congregations (whereas other voluntary 
organizations are disproportionately middle and upper class), congregations are the single most 
widespread and egalitarian providers of civic opportunity in the U.S. Indeed, research on civic skills 
suggests that the same person who learns to write letters to missionaries and collect money for new 
hymnals can use those skills to participate in local and national political life. What the stories told 
by spiritually serious participants in this project suggest is that active congregational participation 
                                               
12  Sidney Verba, et al., Voice and Equality: Civic Voluntarism in American Politics (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1995). 
and leadership also produces the sense of agency that combines with civic skills to create a broad 
and active moral engagement in the world. 
One of the most common moral injunctions cited by these highly-religious people was 
the simple admonition that they should "help others."  While this sometimes focused on one's own 
familial and religious compatriots, it far more often meant paying attention to the needs of people in 
the larger community and in the world beyond.  For some it meant an obligation to give generously 
to charity, while others participated in community organizations ranging from food pantries to 
efforts to re-build following Hurricane Katrina.  Sam Levitt is an active member of Congregation 
Sinai in the Boston suburbs, and his assessment is this. 
 I think we live in a world in which—I think American culture is about as 
individualistic and isolationist as you can be. I think that the pendulum has swung 
all the way to one side...so religion to me brings us—is a communitarian expression 
for me, a group of people who I’m involved with in an ongoing way, a community 
that I have some strong allegiance to, responsibilities for and I contribute financially 
to. And to me it sort of balances the dominant culture which I find is destructively 
anti-communitarian and individualistic. 
His tradition also emphasizes doing good deeds (mitzvot) and contributing to charity, 
both of which are practices Sam seeks to pursue.  Rachel Halpern is at Temple Beth Torah in 
Atlanta and has so distinguished herself in Temple and community volunteer work that she has 
received a national award normally reserved for much older Jewish women.  People of all religious 
traditions told moral stories about this sort of community engagement, but Jews and Catholics were 
especially likely to point to helping others as something good people of faith are supposed to do. 
Like Jen and Cynthia, Sam and Rachel, all of the people who routinely attend 
religious services linked the moral stories they told to the teachings of their churches and 
synagogues. Often they spoke of specific teachings, but just as often what came through was the 
extent to which the community modeled and enabled the moral ideals they held.  The web of 
relationships in which the most spiritually serious are enmeshed is one that allows religious 
teachings to have their effect. The institutional infrastructure on which this depends begins with the 
fundamental organizational commitment of local congregations to the business of building what 
Robert Putnam has called “bonding social capital”.13  Congregations, given the American voluntary 
                                               
13  Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2000). 
way of organizing, are places of belonging that are bigger than the family and into which one does 
not have to be born. They are organizations in which beyond-kin relationships are routinely forged.   
American religious life is shaped, in fact, by cultural expectations that congregations 
should provide “fellowship” activities and try to build a family-like atmosphere for their members.14 
They are places that can and must take seriously the task of creating communal events and spaces 
where people meet, debate, celebrate, and know each other on a face-to-face basis. They are also 
places where people take care of each other, teaching by example a repertoire of caring practices. 
They often supply, for example, food and child care and job assistance and in-home visits to the 
elderly, a pattern especially notable among Latter-day Saints. Catherine Young recounted being on 
the receiving end of service provided by her sisters in the ward who brought in meals after her 
daughter was born.   
I was just so thankful for people’s love and they were so willing to do that for me. I 
just didn’t have any idea how helpful it would be because it really did give me extra 
time not to worry about that, but to focus on being a mom...It is just funny how things 
like that can just bring so much love into your life, and also it makes you want to be 
able to do that for other people.  
Service inside the community, in other words, models the virtues of common good, 
accountability and mutual care in ways that benefit the society as a whole.  For the twenty-five 
percent or so of the U.S. population that takes religion and spirituality most seriously, the 
congregational web of association is especially strong, and the moral impact of that web is clearly 
evident. 
 
Morality and Religious Community:  The Typical Members 
For the one-third of the population that is more moderately connected to religious and 
spiritual life, many of the same patterns can be seen—but in moderation. These are people who are 
routinely connected to a religious community, but are more likely to attend once a month than once 
a week. They do think of themselves as spiritual and, in almost all cases, have at least a few fairly 
regular spiritual practices of prayer, reading spiritual books and scripture, meditating, and the like. 
But both their practices and their religious service attendance are more sporadic. In addition, their 
participation in their religious communities is different. They are less likely to be involved in 
                                               
14  Ammerman, Pillars of Faith: American Congregations and Their Partners. 
fellowship and education activities, more likely to see the worship service itself as their most 
important connection, and more likely to describe the care they receive from the community in 
terms of crisis response than in terms of on-going relationships. They have fewer opportunities, 
then, for discussion of moral issues or observing virtuous behavior.  The moral stories they told 
covered an identical range of situations from personal interaction to macro social inequities, but 
they were somewhat less likely to tell stories about their own interventions in pursuit of moral 
goodness. 
Still, they are much more like their more active fellow attenders than they are like 
those who are disaffiliated or marginal to religious communities. Their religious engagement may 
be more narrow, but even what happens in a worship service can have significant effects in 
instilling moral sensibilities and moral agency. Even the most "spiritual" ritual activities of a 
religious community are not merely otherworldly and irrelevant in the here and now.  In my 
previous research, looking at the institutional patterns that shape congregational life, it was clear 
that not nearly all churches are “activist,” in the usual sense of undertaking political or social justice 
programs.  They are not primarily in the business of providing social services to their communities, 
and they are not relief, development, or political organizing agencies, even if they occasionally 
engage in those activities.  What most congregations define as their core task is providing 
opportunities for their members to worship, to deepen their individual spiritual lives, and to provide 
religious education for their children.15  And the vast majority think that the spiritual work they do 
makes a real difference in this world.   
At the personal level, one of the messages these typical religious participants seem to 
take with them from service attendance is that their personal way of being in the world is important.  
Kindness, helpfulness, and generosity are called for. Camilla Hart is a member of Cornerstone 
Baptist, a black church in the suburbs of Boston. She summed it up this way.   
It's how you live your life and what you do for others, too.  How you help other 
people.  Helping other people -- to be that role model, mentor, teacher, helping that 
person who’s sick.  Just being as good a person as we can be. 
What we know from other research is that the experience of worshiping together can 
be a source of critical perspective in which a non-everyday way of looking at the world is 
experienced. These "liminal" moments can reinforce the notion that the values of mutual care, 
simplicity, and the like, are superior to the selfish rat race of the everyday world. When people 
                                               
15 Ammerman, Pillars of Faith. 
worship together, they often experience a world in which God is in control, and that existential 
knowledge can make a difference on Monday morning.16  Dr. Stephen James, a Boston pediatrician, 
was another of the participants in our study.  Cornerstone Baptist and his own active spiritual life 
were both important to him in surviving as one of only a few African Americans in his profession, 
in his determination to forge strong bonds to support other people of color in his community, and in 
his leadership in initiatives for improved health care that would reach more of the American 
population. His work is at once spiritual, religious, personal, and political, and those connections 
are especially fostered in African American churches, where boundaries between social spheres are 
very permeable, and moral living is defined and modeled across all those lines.17 
Another organizational reality that gives congregations their moral impact is their 
significance as hubs for the formation of and connections among charitable organizations.  This 
may be especially characteristic of U.S. congregations, given both the American voluntary religious 
regime and the weak U.S. welfare state.  That is, there is both need and opportunity, and U.S. 
congregations are critical players in mobilizing collective energies. The larger of them may 
organize their own locally-run programs of community service and encourage their members to turn 
their moral concerns into voluntary action serving meals or providing shelter or tutoring children.18 
As we have studied congregations all over the country, however, it has become clear that a great 
deal of what they do in the community is not done through the mechanism of beginning their own 
individually-run programs.  Far more common are complex networks of organizational 
partnerships—connections that include everything from informal coalitions among churches to 
                                               
16  Victor Turner, The Ritual Process (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1977). provides a theoretical 
perspective from which to understand this phenomenon.  On the this-worldly dimensions of Pentecostal worship 
practices, see Timothy J. Nelson, "The Church and the Street: Race, Class, and Congregation," in Contemporary 
American Religion (eds. Becker and Eiesland. Walnut Creek, Cal.: AltaMira Press, 1997), 169–90; Fields, "Charismatic 
Religion as Popular Protest: The Ordinary and the Extraordinary in Social Movements," Theory and Society  
11(1982),among others.  
17 Important sources on the culture of black churches include  Allison Calhoun-Brown, “Otherworldliness and Racial 
Empowerment in the Black Community,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 37(3) (1998): 427–39; Omar 
Maurice McRoberts, Streets of Glory: Church and Community in a Black Urban Neighborhood (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003); Mary Pattillo-McCoy, "Church Culture as a Strategy of Action in the Black Community," 
American Sociological Review  63(1998); and the classic C. Eric Lincoln and Mamiya, The Black Church in the African 
American Experience (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990). 
18 The literature on this phenomenon has grown quite large.  See, for example, Mark Chaves, "Religious Congregations 
and Welfare Reform: Who Will Take Advantage of 'Charitable Choice'?," American Sociological Review  64(1999); 
Ram A. Cnaan, et al., The Invisible Caring Hand: American Congregations and the Provision of Welfare (New York: 
New York University Press, 2002); Arthur Emery Farnsley II, Rising Expectations: Urban Congregations, Welfare 
Reform, and Civic Life (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 2003); Hall, "Founded on the Rock, Built Upon 
Shifting Sands: Churches, Voluntary associations, and Nonprofit Organizations in Public Life, 1850-1990," (Arnova, 
1996); Pipes and Ebaugh, "Faith-Based Coalitions, Social Services, and Government Funding," Sociology of Religion   
63, no. 1 (2002);, and Robert Wuthnow, Saving America? Faith-Based Services and the Future of Civil Society 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004).  My own work is documented in Ammerman, Pillars of Faith: 
American Congregations and Their Partners. 
formal programs run with government funds to support for religious and secular nonprofit agencies 
locally and around the world. 
Both the individual programs and the partnerships provide a mechanism through 
which individuals can pursue the moral imperative to "help people in need" and to "make the world 
a better place." Almost three quarters of the congregations we surveyed in the late 1990s had at 
least one connection to a community organization that provides immediate aid. They help to house 
runaway teens; provide safe spaces for battered women and children and temporary shelter for 
homeless people, as well as meals and food for people who are hungry.  Somewhat less common, 
but still present, is participation in organizations that foster community development, civic 
wellbeing, or long-term economic and social change. The typical congregation also provides 
support for organizations that enhance the educational, cultural, and personal well-being of the 
community—scout troops and nursery schools, senior centers and sports leagues.  In addition, there 
are arts organizations that use church buildings for rehearsals, performances and lessons.  Churches 
support formal and informal programs of tutoring, after-school care, and literacy classes.  They 
contribute to programs of education and service provision for people with AIDS or unwanted 
pregnancies, for handicapped persons, people contemplating adoption, and the like. They support 
and refer parishioners to counseling centers of all sorts.  And they cooperate with others in 
delivering spiritual care to people in hospitals, nursing homes, on college campuses, and even in 
police and fire departments.   
All kinds of Christian congregations are involved in these partnerships, as are Jews, 
but Mainline Protestants are far more involved than anyone else. A good example of this pattern is 
Stan Morris's story, told as part of the Spiritual Narratives project.  He recounted his daughter's trip 
to Honduras with a group from Grimsby Congregational church.  There they worked with Habitat 
for Humanity (a large nonprofit) on building a house for a needy family.  For Stan, this sort of 
investment in helping others was held up as a moral example, and it was his church and its wider 
partnerships that made action possible. 
Sometimes congregations are providing space, money, and other resources, but, like 
Grimsby Congregational, they are also very likely to be providing volunteers.  Each U.S. 
congregation contributes, on average, volunteers to three other organizations, and that does not 
count the smaller internal church groups that may undertake projects, as well.  It also does not begin 
to count the number of groups in which individual members work, not as official representatives of 
their congregations, but at least in part because their congregation encourages them to do it. In fact, 
sixty percent of the individual members we surveyed in the late 1990s claim that they participate in 
community service organizations at least a few times a year, and seventy-five percent claim that 
they at least occasionally provide informal service to people in need.19  People who participate in 
congregational life are simply more likely to volunteer in the community than are people who do 
not attend services.20   
In fact, church participation is one of the best predictors of participation in service 
activities in the community. Caring for communities and caring for each other is not a zero-sum 
proposition. Volunteering does not come at the expense of religious participation, nor does religious 
participation come at the expense of community service.  The very participants who are most deeply 
involved in service to their communities are the people who are also most active in the worship and 
fellowship activities of their congregations. People in congregations of all sorts want to salve some 
of society’s wounds, and most of them recognize that they cannot respond to all the need around 
them with only their own resources. They need to work with others, pooling money, personpower, 
and expertise that can go beyond a quick handout at the door.  Doing good for people in need and 
seeking to change the structures of society are simply part of what congregations do. 
If those moral imperatives are ever visible, it is surely in times of disaster, when the 
routine motivations and connections nurtured in congregations are brought to the fore.21  When riots 
struck Los Angeles in 1992, for instance, congregations became a primary organizing point for 
recovery. That was possible because they were already present in the community, but also because 
they were already linked to denominations and other organizations that mobilized volunteers and 
resources. A disruption activated nascent connections. After September 11, similar mobilization of 
nascent networks occurred.22  And we saw it again after Katrina.  Volunteers from the whole range 
of American religious communities found themselves working together to respond to disaster. 
What we have seen so far, then, is that people who are involved in religious 
communities talk about the moral values that shape their lives in terms of both personal character -- 
being honest, kind, helpful, and the like -- and communal commitment -- helping the needy and 
making positive contributions to the larger community.   
                                               
19 Nancy T. Ammerman, "Religious Narratives, Community Service, and Everyday Public Life," in Taking Faith 
Seriously (eds. Bane, et al.; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
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What we have not yet addressed are the issues of morality often associated with 
religious communities, namely the do's and don'ts, especially related to sexuality. The questions we 
asked in the Spiritual Narratives project were admittedly not aimed at getting a checklist of all the 
things people approve or disapprove. Rather, our conversations with them aimed at uncovering the 
things about which they are most concerned, the kinds of behavior and the ethical issues they put at 
the center of what is right and wrong in the world.  Because we asked them to tell us stories, the 
subjects they chose were about concrete observations and dilemmas rather than abstract political 
issues. So despite the hot-button character of abortion and homosexuality, neither subject came up 
in more than a handful of conversations. Three of our twenty Conservative Protestants and an equal 
number of our Catholics named abortion as a moral evil they hoped to combat in their everyday 
lives. An equally small number of Conservative Protestants also named gay marriage and "the gay 
lifestyle" as immoral. On both those issues, however, they are outnumbered by Mainline Protestants 
and by other Catholics who declared themselves pro-choice and in support of gay rights. To the 
extent that these American churchgoers link their sense of sexual morality to their religious and 
spiritual identities, they are more likely to advocate a healthy and accepting sexual ethic rather than 
lobbying for a restrictive one. The loud voices of the activists notwithstanding.  
If sex is rarely talked about, neither is money. Again, it is a handful of our participants 
who linked their faith with their economic lives, and very few of those implicated their churches or 
synagogues in teaching them economic morality.23 A few mentioned the virtue of hard work or 
taking personal responsibility and paying one's bills, and a few others mused that an ideal world 
would involve both shared work and shared reward.  The issues of materialism and greed came up 
occasionally, but Jessica Fletcher, a young member of Atlanta's (neo-pentecostal) Vineyard church, 
was unusual in the long reflection on materialism she recorded in her oral diary for us. 
It’s something that I think that is a real problem in modern Christianity is the 
concept of materialism. You know, most people shrug their material gifts off, 
because, you know, we are always told to use our gifts for the betterment of others, 
for the spiritual fulfillment of our brothers and sisters. And so, you know, I think a 
lot of people justify the big house and the big car...but I don’t really see too many 
people using their SUV’s to witness to homeless people or, you know, I don’t really 
see too many people using the eight spare bedrooms in their homes to house 
missionaries or, you know, take in underprivileged children.  So, you know, I just, I 
                                               
23  This is consistent with the findings of Robert Wuthnow, God and Mammon in America (New York: Free 
Press, 1994). 
feel like I don’t have much, but I feel like if I were given much, that I would accept 
the greater responsibility of using those, you know, to further God’s kingdom. 
This sort of commitment to an altruistic economic ethic was somewhat more likely 
among the most spiritually serious and somewhat less likely among the disaffiliated, but it was not a 
common theme among any types of our participants. 
 
Morality Beyond the Traditional Religious Communities 
The link between moral commitments and religious traditions was not always evident, 
however.  Elizabeth Evans is an active Catholic and works in public health at the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta. She had a long list of moral ills she tries to address in 
her work, starting with the need for basic education and reproductive and family planning assistance 
for women. For her, gender inequality, economic inequity, and dishonesty is all "social justice 
stuff," but in spite of her Catholic tradition's social justice teachings, she said, "I mean the church 
just didn’t get some of these things." She stayed in the Church, in spite of her frustration, but many 
others did not. Sometimes attending and non-attending people shared very similar moral concerns.  
As Christmas approached during the time he was doing oral diaries for us, Greg Collins (a 
disaffected Catholic) contemplated the idea of buying and receiving gifts with some dismay. 
I walked around and looked, the more I looked -- and it was like, God, I’ve got so 
much stuff, and it’s just stuff... It seems really counterproductive. It seems like it’s 
leading me in the wrong direction... I really feel like life is complicated when you 
have a lot of stuff, and that it would be much simpler if I had gotten rid of some of 
this stuff… A lot of the things I have really don’t have any meaning to me.  They’re 
just things. 
There is no apparent overarching moral philosophy that informs his distrust of "stuff," 
but he has the nagging sense that material goods are not leading him in the right direction. 
When marginal members like Greg talked about the moral compass that should guide 
their lives, they sometimes named the sorts of personal and communal virtues we heard about from 
those who are part of a religious community—individual honesty and kindness, along with a 
collective sense of responsibility to people in need. Interestingly, many of them referenced religion 
when they talked about these virtues, even as they made clear that they were claiming the moral 
teachings and not the way those teachings have been instantiated in the religions of the day.  Robin 
Mitchell, a forty-something financial planner in Boston (and a secular Jew) said, 
If there’s anything in the Bible that I would resonate with it would the idea of Jesus.  
Not the idea of Jesus, excuse me, the teachings of Jesus.  He seemed sort of like a 
John Lennon type, and I think it’s just a shame that what has been layered onto 
Christianity obscures so thickly the basic message of loving thy neighbor and taking 
care of other people. 
Even those who are not involved in a religious community can nevertheless draw on culturally-
available religious resources to guide their moral lives. 
Like other disaffiliated people in our study, Robin's moral focus tends toward the big 
picture—war and peace, caring for the earth, fighting AIDS.  Environmental concern was, in fact, 
disproportionately likely to come up in the stories of people outside traditional religious 
communities, compared to those who regularly participate in churches and synagogues. The neo-
pagans in our study were especially attuned to earth-care. As Laura Henderson put it, "It’s an earth-
based religion. I try to think of that and how that affects—what I do affects this earth every day."  
She and most of the others who placed the environment in their circle of moral concern were very 
likely to talk about that concern in active terms.  They might not be able to prevent global warming, 
but they were doing their part to recycle, to reduce their carbon footprint, and the like.  They could 
draw on a range of cultural messages, secular organizations, and practical strategies to lend agency 
to this moral concern. 
For both the traditionally-religious and those outside traditional religious 
communities, care for the earth was often seen in spiritual terms.  As we listened to how our 
participants described what it means to be spiritual, one of the common modes of discourse centered 
on an attitude of awe before something beautiful, powerful, and out of the ordinary—very often 
experiences encountered in nature. This is a way of thinking about spirituality that exists both inside 
and outside religious communities, and for at least some people the spiritual character of the natural 
world carries over into a moral commitment to care and a practical effort to act accordingly. While 
some religious communities undoubtedly amplify this concern and provide organized ways to act, 
this is a moral concern that has gained broad traction in the culture at large and is claimed by people 
who have no religious affiliation at all.24 
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The single most distinctive moral issue raised by those who are not active in 
traditional religious communities was the problem of religious intolerance.  It is perhaps not 
surprising that those on the outside of America's religious establishment would be especially 
sensitive to the need for a greater measure of tolerance.  Laura Henderson talked about all the 
misconceptions she encounters in her southern community, often hearing her Wiccan path 
characterized as "satanist."  In contrast, she said, 
One thing I do like about this path is that we seem to be very tolerant.  We don’t 
necessarily like what other people say about us, but we’re very tolerant because 
we’ve been so prejudiced [against] that we’re very tolerant of what people pick as 
their religion.  It just simply doesn’t matter to us.  As long as you’re a good person 
and you follow something, that’s sort of what we care about. 
Similarly, Carlos Fernandez, an Atlanta doctor who no longer participates in the Catholic traditions 
of his upbringing said, 
The ideal would be that people would get along and would be willing to listen to 
other people’s opinions and, you know, have that tolerance for the way other people 
think, the way other people live. And not necessarily feel as if, you know, just 
because I think this is the way it should be that everyone has to think the same way. 
Of the eleven people who mentioned intolerance as a moral problem, only one was a regular 
participant in a Christian congregation.25  What non-affiliates and marginal members bring to the 
moral table, then, is both a special sensitivity to the problem of exclusion and a willingness to 
contemplate the large structural dilemmas that face the human community. 
 
Conclusion 
The United States remains a highly religious country, and in the U.S., religion is 
extensively organized into a set of voluntary organizations that can be found on seemingly every 
block. While there may be many other institutional sources for moral education, the pervasiveness 
of local congregations and their network of affiliated organizations means that they would be 
expected to play a significant role. As congregations are institutionally constituted in the U.S. 
cultural system, they are expected to provide opportunities for worship and religious education, for 
fellowship and mutual care, and for service to the broader community.  Each of these functions, as 
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we have seen, has important implications for the moral lives of their participants.  Worship rituals 
sanctify moral ideals and perspectives; fellowship provides spaces for debate and discernment and 
modeling; and the network of voluntary organizing facilitates engagement in pursuing moral goals 
in the community. The result is that religious participants have a fuller vocabulary of moral 
concerns and a more active engagement in pursuing those concerns, as compared to non-
participants. 
The moral vision religious participants are pursuing is rarely focused on sexuality, and 
they tend to take for granted questions of personal honesty and abstaining from violence.  Instead, 
their moral energies are turned toward cultivating virtues of kindness, hospitality, charity, and 
service to others.  These virtues are both elements of personal character to be exhibited in home and 
congregation and also ways of being in the everyday world that extends to work, neighborhood, and 
far-flung communities in need.   
Those outside traditional American religious communities are certainly not without 
moral sensibilities. They are especially aware of the need for religious tolerance, an issue that is 
something of a moral blind spot for people inside religious traditions.  Beyond that, religious 
“nones” are less likely to talk about Golden Rule virtues and more likely to see the moral needs of 
the world in structural and political terms. Seeing the big picture, however, seems more often to 
engender a sense of powerlessness than a path to activism. They lack the ready voluntary 
infrastructure provided by local congregations and more often express a sense that nothing can be 
done about the problems they see. When they do engage in action in pursuit of their moral goals, it 
is more likely to be political action or charitable contributions, in contrast to the voluntary service 
activities of religious participants. 
All of that is, of course, shaped by the American religious and political situation. A 
robust voluntary and pluralistic array of local religious communities means that American society 
has come to depend on those communities as sites of moral formation and nodes of service 
provision. In societies where religion and/or service provision are organized differently, the 
structure of moral action may look quite different. In the U.S. today, however, the link between 
religious participation and moral action is strong. 
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